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SINGE the collapse of feudalism, London had become the centre
of political power In England, and the nobility tended more and
more to abandon their estates and frequent the court, where
preferment was to be won. But, since the fall of Antwerp (1576),
London had also established itself as the capital of European
commerce, to which all nationalities crowded In search of wealth.
Thus, the rich men of the upper, as well as the middle class were
gradually being gathered into one city where, for want of other
investments, their wealth was converted into gold plate, jewellery
and rich apparel, till London became the city of fastastic costumes
and extravagant ostentation. With its cosmopolitan population
and foreign imports, London soon inspired the desire for travel;
and Italy, the cradle of the renascence and the school of courtesy,
became the goal of all voyagers. But Italy was also the home of
immorality and intrigue, and northerners brought back to their own
country the cynical curiosity and the ribald insincerity of the
south.. The centre of wealth and commerce is, also, the centre of
civilisation, and the sons of rich men, whether nobles or farmers,
came.to London to avail themselves of its opportunities. These
young men, though nominally students of law, attendants at
court, or professional soldiers, formed a new and disturbing
element In society. They affected a cult of modernity in which
literary dilettantism and a false sense of honour combined with
contempt for English traditions and indulgence in all forms of
dissipation. These gilded vagabonds crowded places of public
resort, introduced new fashions, cultivated foreign vices and even
made their influence felt in current literature. But they achieved
more lasting harm by calling into existence a class of unscrupulous